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A freshman in the U.S. Congress is like a freshman in high school, only with a lot less authority.

In high school, upper classmen are only a couple of years older. In Congress, long-time
members can outrank freshmen by decades. And a newcomer's life experience doesn't count.

So Arizona Rep. Harry Mitchell, a grandfather in his 60s, with years spent in the state
Legislature, in city government and (perhaps most importantly) in front of a high-school
blackboard as a government and economics teacher, went to Washington as the lowest man on
a very tall totem pole.

Luckily for him, his Democratic party had won a majority and was in charge of selecting
committee chairmen.

"I feel blessed to have been given the job that I landed in Congress," he told me last week.

As a first-term member, Mitchell was named chairman of House Oversight and Investigations
Subcommittee of the Veterans' Affairs Committee. It's a long title for doing exactly what?

"Trying to take care of our vets," he said.

With wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that have lasted for years, military deployments that have
been involuntarily extended, and members of the National Guard and Reserve serving
unprecedented tours of duty, there may not be a more gratifying job in Congress. At least as
Mitchell sees it. But it still doesn't give him much clout.

That hasn't stopped Mitchell from trying, however. He is a primary sponsor of what he calls a
"21st-century GI Bill."

"The original GI Bill changed America," he told me. "It allowed many young people to attend
college who never would have been able to do so, and they enriched society in ways that are
too enormous to calculate. But, we think that it needs to be updated."

Under Mitchell's proposal, anyone who served at least three months in combat since the Sept.
11 terrorist attacks would be eligible to receive up to four years of a college education,
depending on length of service, plus stipends for books and housing. And the benefit would be
available to those in the National Guard and Reserve as well as those on active duty.

"You have to include the Guard and Reserve people," Mitchell. "Think of how much they have
sacrificed for this war."
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The bill passed in the House but it included a surtax on individual incomes exceeding $500,000
to pay for the cost. Mitchell and others want that removed in order to improve the chances of
approval. He believes that funding the program should be part of the same bill that funds the
war (mostly on borrowed money). But as a rookie in the political major leagues, that's not his
call. And he expects more trouble in the Senate, where the bill is being sponsored by Democrat
Jim Webb of Virginia and Republican Chuck Hagelof Nebraska.

"The process of getting legislation through is even messier that I supposed it to be when I was
teaching about it all those years," Mitchell said.

The first-term congressman also has been among those who have worked to improve military
hospitals since news broke of the awful conditions in some of them.

"The war doesn't end for a lot of these folks once they get home," he said. "Some concerns go
on for years and years."

For example, the director of the National Institute of Mental Health said that the number of
suicides among veterans of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan eventually may exceed combat deaths
because of inadequate mental health care.

"Solving these problems isn't easy," Mitchell said. "But we can't wait. That's one lesson we
learned from Vietnam. At least I hope we've learned it."

 2 / 2


